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Clarification for Fire Departments in Massachusetts 

Facial Hair and Respirator Use 

Summary:  

The Massachusetts Department of Labor Standards (“DLS”) is the state agency responsible for enforcing 
OSHA-level safety and health standards within public sector workplaces in Massachusetts. Local fire 
departments have asked for clarification regarding facial hair and respirator use.  

The DLS standard is consistent with the OSHA standard: 

 Facial hair is not permitted in the area where the outer edge of the SCBA facepiece contacts the 
user’s face, and is not permitted if facial hair contacts or interferes with the function of the inhalation 
or exhalation valves1.  

 Facial hair is permitted in the area of the internal nose cup of a SCBA facepiece. A NIOSH letter dated 
November 2018 explains that the NIOSH certification is maintained when facial hair contacts the 
nose cup as long as it does not interfere with valve function2. 

 Facial hair is not permitted in the area where a disposable N95 respirator makes a seal with the 
user’s face, when the N95 is used in environments where air contaminants exceed the OSHA 
permissible exposure limits1. Facial hair is permitted, however, when the N95 is used voluntarily, or 
when the air contaminants are below OSHA permissible exposure limits3. 

OSHA Regulation:  

29 CFR 1910.134 (g)(1)(i): The employer shall not permit respirators with tight-fitting facepieces to be worn 
by employees who have: (A) Facial hair that comes between the sealing surface of the facepiece and the face 
or that interferes with valve function; or (B) Any condition that interferes with the face-to-facepiece seal or 
valve function. 

Rationale: 

Facial hair can cause leakage of contaminants into the respirator. 
Numerous scientific studies have demonstrated that facepiece leakage  
can occur on positive pressure SCBA respirators. The positive pressure flow  
of the SCBA does not completely prevent leakage of contaminants into the 
facepiece4, 5, 6, 7. A negative pressure condition can occur inside the mask  
with positive pressure SCBAs. Additional studies have demonstrated that 
even persons who satisfactorily pass an individual Fit Test with facial hair, 
may fail subsequent Fit Tests conducted a day to a week later8, 9, 10. These  
are two of the reasons why the OSHA regulations prohibit facial hair in the 
area where the SCBA facepiece seals with the user’s face.  

Application:  

DLS will utilize the OSHA inspection procedures which clarifies that  
facial hair is considered to be more than one day’s growth13.   
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